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Top 
ChaRaCTeRisTiCs 

of an
exCepTionaL 

LeadeR

have a vision
“Leaders in every endeavor have to iden-
tify a vision for success,” says Brian Layer, 
chair of organizational development for 
N2growth, a global leadership develop-
ment consultancy. You need to be able to 
explain how you want others to describe 
your business in one year, five years, 10 
years. “If you don’t know where you’re 
going, why would anyone follow?”

“If leaders are to be admired and 
respected, they must have the ability to 
see across the horizon of time and imag-
ine what might be,” says Steven Gorlin, 
president of Gorlin Pools and Spas in 
Lakehurst, N.J., and past chairman of the 
APSP. “Forward-looking leaders are those 
who set and define the vision, encourage 
you to follow that vision, and then are 
there when you need them.”

Shawn Maynard, owner of Bullfrog 
Spas & Utah Fireplace in Ogden, Utah, 
says it’s important for a leader to plan 
ahead: “A leader needs to clearly see the 
big picture and keep everyone rowing in 
the same direction.” He also must avoid 
being reactionary when things don’t go 
according to plan, Maynard adds.

deveLop and deLegaTe
Strong business leaders build resilient teams, Layer says. “Our world is increasingly complex 
and unpredictable, with all sorts of disruptive trends and forces. It’s tough to predict the 
competitive landscape in the next quarter, let alone the next decade. Therefore, leaders 
have to develop teams that can respond to change and adapt.”

Maynard says strong leaders train and empower employees to do their jobs adequate-
ly, and give them the tools and resources they need to succeed. Recognize each employ-
ee’s strengths and weaknesses, and hire and coordinate responsibilities accordingly, with 
openness about expectations for the end result. “Don’t withhold information, causing them to 
always have to come to you for answers,” he says.

Layer went to West Point and spent 30 years growing his leadership skills in the 
Army. Prior to his career at N2growth, he was the commanding general of the U.S. Army 
Transportation School, where he was responsible for training and educating a variety of 
junior officers. “In the Army, everyone is developed to lead better from private through gen-
eral,” he says. “As I made my way up the ranks, I learned the most important thing I did 
was develop the next generation of leaders.”

CommuniCaTe
When Layer talks to business leaders about communication, 
they automatically think he’s referring to writing and speaking. 
Admittedly, most leaders do that well enough but fall short in the 
other half of strong communication: listening. “Skilled business 
leaders listen well in every direction,” he says. “They listen to their 
bosses, employees, partners, suppliers and customers. They hear 
them all, and they respond appropriately.”

inspiRe
Gorlin says he believes 
enthusiasm is contagious. 
“We admire and respect 
leaders who are dynamic, 
uplifting, enthusiastic, positive 
and optimistic. They must be 
able to communicate this in 
ways that encourage us to 
sign on for the duration and 
to work hard towards the 
objective.” Maynard shares 
that sentiment, noting that 
strong leaders should always 
have a smile and share it 
with everyone.
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Several industry trailblazers 
and a leadership 

expert share the key traits
 any leader should have.
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LeadeRship adviCe
ExPERT ADvIcE FOR BEING 
A LEADER IN YOUR HOT 
TUB RETAIL BUSINESS.

 Read everything you can on leadership, teamwork, 
 culture and business. “As entrepreneurs, we tend to 
 believe our own hype,” Gorlin says. “We’ve worked 
 hard at getting where we are, and we believe no 
 one knows better. But I’m always reading books, 
 magazines or articles.”

 Find the message of your company, and base your 
 employee interactions around it. (Maynard)

 Treat everyone with dignity and respect. (Layer)

 Go first before asking others to go. (Gorlin)

 Encourage employees to do great work, and trust 
 them to show initiative. (Layer)

 “Find a way that your employees can make their 
 personal dreams come true in the context of 
 employment,” says Layer. “They are free to dream, 
 grow, learn and achieve.”

 Plan, look ahead and plan some more. Make minor 
 adjustments as necessary. (Maynard)

 Make hope a priority, and sustain it by demonstrating  
 the courage of your conviction. (Gorlin)

 Don’t get behind and become a fireman. “Always 
 react to the ‘fire’ of the moment,” says Maynard. 
 “Look ahead, anticipate and prevent fires from 
 popping up in the first place.” 

 “Discover yourself,” says Gorlin. “clarify who you 
 are and what you believe in. Evaluate your values. 
 Acquire competence and self-confidence. Build your 
 character.”

 Develop capacity and liberate the leader in 
 everyone. 

 Build competence: educate, educate, educate. 
 (Gorlin)

 create an environment where people are excited to 
 come into work, because you have to earn your 
 authority every day. (Layer)

 Serve a purpose. “There’s got to be more than just 
 a paycheck at the end of the week,” says Gorlin. 
 “Everyone wants to be part of a larger cause.”

“Successful management takes 
good leadership, and good 

leadership takes good 
management...But strictly speaking, 

managers control systems and 
processes, while leaders develop 
people and ideas with inspiration 

and trust. Management is the 
science of a successful enterprise; 

leadership is the art.”
— BRIAN LAYER

Leading vs. managing

67%
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Say theRe aRe diffeRent 
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Steven Gorlin, president of Gorlin Pools and Spas and past chairman of 
the Association of Pool and Spa Professionals, says that when he took over 
as its leader in 1991, it was all about him: “I believed that, just because 
I was given a position of leadership, I had arrived,” he says. “My first 
opportunity to show my leadership skills was a failure because it was all 
about me — and no one else was buying that.” 

As his journey continued, Gorlin learned to 
accomplish things with the help of others. A con-
tinual introspective approach helped him to become 
comfortable with who he was. “Security in knowing 
who I am, what I want and where I’m going acts 
like a magnet and attracts others to me; it translates 
as trustworthiness, confidence and security,” he says. 
Though he continues to grow and learn, the latest 
portion of his leadership progression is about those 
around him. “Once I found my voice, I focused on 
helping others to find theirs,” he says. “Now it’s all 
about growing leaders who can grow leaders to 
grow leaders.”

We can learn a lot from Gorlin’s journey and 
others like it. The key is realizing that the journey to 
successful leadership doesn’t wane once you make it 
to the top, accomplish your goals and have the respect and admiration of 
others. The process is continual. There are new things to learn every day, 
always obstacles and challenges.  

“The true test of a great leader is how everything runs when [that lead-
er] is away for a week,” says Shawn Maynard, owner of Bullfrog Spas 
in Ogden, Utah. “That’s when you really find out if everyone really under-
stands their roles, if they are really trained and competent, and if they can 
run without direct supervision while the leader takes a day off.”

Brian Layer, chair of organizational development for N2growth, 
believes decisiveness is key in the current disruptive marketplace and vola-
tile economy. “You have to lead in your marketplace in terms of responses 
to opportunities, challenges and customer trends,” he says. 

Gorlin notes that the struggle to hire, train, equip and retain the right 
people to support your vision is a leader’s number-one challenge. “That 
said, once you find them, they won’t buy into — or stay in — a toxic cul-
ture,” he says. “create fun. create value and meaning. Once I hired my 
first employee, the business was no longer about me. Focus on improving 
your own culture, employees, company and yourself.”

Ask yourself, Layer advises, if you’re simply selling hot tubs, or if you 
are a catalyst for making the community better. Are you running a great 
business that provides great products and excellent customer service, taking 
care of employees and doing the right thing? “Never forget that your suc-
cess is framed by the size of your dreams,” says Layer. “Be the leader you 
always hoped you’d have.”

iT’s noT aBouT you
INDUSTRY vETERANS SHARE THEIR PATH TO TRUE LEADERSHIP

apsp wave
WHERE YOUNG INDUSTRY 
LEADERS cAN UNITE AND 
GROW
Approximately two years 
ago, transformation was 
ramping up in the APSP, 
past chairman Steven 
Gorlin recalls. Efforts 
toward a young profes-
sionals’ group were put in 
place. April Nielsen, current 
chairman of the board, and 
past president Bill Weber 
traveled the country to 
observe similar groups in 
other associations. Research 
was done on associations 
outside the pool and spa 
industry. A steering com-
mittee was created, and 
the APSP WAvE Young 
Professionals Network came 
to fruition in summer 2013. 

“The WAvE provides 
a network and a platform 
for young professionals, 
second- or third-generation 
owners, new industry pro-
fessionals or anyone want-
ing to meet professionals in 
their same positions,” Gorlin 
says. “Shared experiences 
shows you are not alone in 
your thoughts or your chal-
lenges. Future industry lead-
ers will emerge from this 
group. There is no better 
time than now for anyone 
to join the WAvE.”

“The true test of a great 
leader is how every-
thing runs when [that 
leader] is away for a 
week. That’s when you 
find out if everyone 
really understands their 
roles, if they are trained 
and competent, and 
if they can run without 
direct supervision.”
— Shawn maynard, owner 
  Bullfrog Spas
  ogden, utah




